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A FAR-AWAY T H I N G
by ROBERT M, TRUEBLOOD
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"A FAR-AWAY

THING" is a talk

given by Mr. Trueblood on October 30 and 31 to the
California Society of CPAs and University Deans meeting in
San Francisco and Los Angeles.

encing it is suddenly touched with insight, with a
feeling of full understanding. He has the conviction
of first arrival—a feeling that perhaps no one before has grasped this truth, or appreciated that
beauty, so fully as he does now. The discoverer is
flooded with elation and wants to proclaim his
vision and to share his delight with others.
In retrospect, all of us who have experienced
these episodes of discovery realize that we were led
to them—led perhaps so skillfully that we were unconscious of the leading—by one or several fine
teachers. Among the main purposes of teaching
must surely be to open up the pleasures of exploration in learning and to plant the desire for intellectual discovery so deep that it lasts for a whole lifetime.
Too many people, I fear, lose the desire for new
knowledge and new experiences as they grow older.
Their capacity for enthusiasm wanes, and they
cling to the ideas and habits of thought formed in
their younger years because these conventions have
become comfortable. But such a way of life is sad.
Keeping to the familiar may be comfortable, but it
isn't living fully.
In accounting there are, I am sure, practitioners
who use the ideas and methods they learned as
students, with very little modification or addition
throughout their careers. These accountants probably get along fairly well economically. But they
miss a lot of personal satisfaction, and they certainly do not strengthen or advance the profession.
So my hope is that, whatever else teachers in accounting impart to their students, the inculcation
of a life-long love of learning should be a primary
aim. Dean Bach has said that the purpose of an
accounting education is not to teach a young man
to be Si professional accountant, but rather to
teach him to learn how to become a professional
accountant.

This conference deals with two subjects close to
my heart: accounting and teaching.
Admitting some bias, I feel strongly that accounting is one of the great professions, despite
its youth. But it is obvious that teaching, broadly
speaking, is the most fundamentally important of
all professions, for as Henry Adams said, "A
teacher affects eternity."
Teaching is the cement that makes possible the
building of cultures and civilization. It is the bond
between generations—and that's a bond which can
presently use some strengthening. Teaching is concerned mainly with the growing edge of our species.
It is concerned largely with the young, who will
take humanity into its successive tomorrows.
Because of this basic importance of teaching, I
shall concern myself with education in its broader
sense as well as with education for accounting.
Obviously, I am a layman in the field of education.
But I have experienced the educational process; I
have pondered the subject of general education;
and I do have fairly frequent occasions to appraise
recent products of the educational system.
Looking back upon my own formal education
from the perspective of 30 years, what I regard as
having been critically important are certain episodes of discovery. Such episodes are those times
when some truth, or some bit of understanding,
suddenly bursts into one's perception.
I am sure that many of you can recall this kind
of experience. For me, it was the sudden understanding of the disciplined symmetry of the accounting process which Nina Youngs made clear
to me at Minnesota. Again, it came in North Dakota
when Bertha Hagen gave me insight into the beauty
and logic of a Bach fugue.
In whatever field one of these episodes of discovery occurs—whether in literature or science,
philosophy or mathematics—the person experi-
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poses of reform to the purpose of destruction?
How did the civil disobedience of Ghandi in India
become almost a religion—widely accepted in terms
of objective and ultimately successful when India
became free ?
Was it right for the Chicago political administration to deny during the Democratic Convention
permits for what might have been orderly assembly
and marching? In spite of serious threats, was this
denial not of itself a kind of breach of moral right?
What is the real effect of bringing the smokefilled room of 50 years ago onto the TV tube?
How much unrest is caused by the tendency of
media to manufacture news, instead of just reporting it as it happens ?
To me, it seems plain that many of the demonstrations and clashes precipitated by the discontented young have been aggravated by their elders
who do not understand either the actions or the
desires of youth. And discontent is not only with
the young. I find myself sometimes restless in a
somewhat smug profession, which finds itself lagging seriously in a world of change.
John Cardinal Cody recently said: "We older
priests should remember that the world of tomorrow belongs to the young. Young priests should
remember that tomorrow they will be old."
The purely local stimuli of student outbursts
from the Sorbonne to Columbia, from Tokyo to
Mexico City, have each been different from the
other. But it is clear that they are alike in having
been merely triggers to expressions of discontent
that are by no means local and isolated.
I do not pretend to any adequate understanding
of the behavior and goals of the student left. A
professor of sociology involved in the dissension
at Columbia earlier this year has said: "Frankly,
I don't know the answer, if there is one."
If a sociologist takes that point of view, then

Teaching, in its more usual aspects, concerns
itself with the young. That segment of the young
with whom you deal is mostly made up of those in
their late 'teens and early twenties. These young
people, as we all know, are today more than ordinarily restless and uncertain.
In my early days, I was confronted with the uncertainties of the depression and the drouth. Today,
my children are faced by the uncertainties of war
and massive human destruction. There is a large
difference in the degree of these uncertainties, and
all of us must take note of this important fact of life
in today's world.
The word "alienation" is much used now in discussions of youth. It has to do with a phenomenon
by no means confined to America. We see many
headlines about student explosions elsewhere in the
world, even behind the Iron Curtain. And I would
speculate that the ferment among the young in
Poland and other eastern European countries is of
greater intensity than we have been informed. The
very ubiquity of the student rebellion is significant.
We in Chicago have in the past year lived
through three deplorable manifestations of unrest.
There was the almost uncontrollable West Side fire
following the assassination of the Reverend King.
There was the take-over of administrative offices
at Northwestern University by a group of students
demanding, among other things, segregated dormitories and meeting rooms for the Black.
There was the display at the Democratic Convention in which the young—as well as others—
proclaimed their demand for a peace candidate,
for a peace platform and for peace in our world.
Symptoms of this sort raise hard questions for
thoughtful persons.
What are the fundamental springs of this violence ?
At what point does dissent pass beyond the pur-
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it is perhaps not surprising if you and I do not
have answers.
But I did read something in the past several
months which carried conviction on this subject.
It was written by syndicated columnist Sydney
J. Harris, who would hardly be classified as an
extremist of any sort. Mr. Harris said that he
predicted ten years ago what is happening today
in education. That long ago it seemed obvious to
him "that the nation's colleges were doing everything but educating their students, and that the
students would someday wreak their revenge. . . .
Students were not getting educated in any meaningful sense of the word."
And Mr. Harris went on to say: "The college in
America has been a huge and expensive custodial
institution devoted to everything but the main purpose of education—[which is] to develop an intellectual appetite and to lead the search for human
values. And [human values]," he says, "are what
students are crying out for [today], in their wrongheaded but right-hearted way."
I think that students inclined by talent and tem-

perament toward accounting are less likely to take
part in, or to sympathize with, student rebellion
than some others. Nevertheless, students of accounting cannot be wholly unaffected by the deeply
emotional attitude of a significant number of their
contemporaries. And teachers of business cannot
ignore dynamic forces in the world for which they
are or should be preparing their students.
Words used a good deal by students today are
relevant, and its antonym irrelevant. Students demand that their teachers and their courses be relevant. The real meaning of relevant in this sense is
a bit hard to come by, but the word is apparently
used in relation to the significant technical, social
and moral changes which have taken place in the
past couple of decades.
I feel fairly certain that many students consider
accounting irrelevant to their social concerns. In
fact, some students probably regard accounting as
part and parcel of the insensitive, rigid, capitalistic
pattern which some feel must be destroyed before
something better can be built in its place. Even
those students who make up the vast majority—
those who are neither leftist nor sorely alienated—
may well regard accounting as not very relevant to
the forming of a just and brotherly world.
But the truth is that anyone who would improve
society, particularly a system as complex as ours,
must understand more about society than merely
what he does not like. To tear down a structure
takes no great talent, but to build and improve
require knowledge of materials and form, of
measurement and proportion, of counting and
reckoning. And accounting is one of the means by
which one can acquire such knowledge.
Thus, our professional discipline is indeed highly
relevant to many of the problems which concern
today's students. Accordingly, I should like to emphasize that accounting education should transmit

against a parallel column of treatments. A coated
tongue called for a dose of calomel; a shivery back
indicated a round of quinine. Abraham Flexner, in
his 1910 analysis of medical education, said that
education of the medical student was largely "a
reiteration of undisputed facts in their simplest
expression."
The medical profession has come a very long way
since Flexner. One reason is that medical schools
have sought and retained mature scholars. Another
reason is that medical education broadened its curricula in order to stimulate imaginations. Further
than this, medical schools have embraced and encouraged scholars and teachers from a broad band
of disciplines other than medicine.
Although one cannot make a direct analogy between medicine and accounting, it is a useful one
even if imprecise.
Accounting education should emphasize and encourage creativity. Educators for accounting and
business should broaden their scope to include
students and teachers from other disciplines. If
changes such as these are not made, accounting
students of today are not going to be able to cope
with the technological and societal changes which
are certain to take place in the 70's, and in the 80's
and the 90's.
There is wide latitude for the exercise of creativity in our profession. Accounting is not just a bunch
of rules. If accounting were fixed and immutable,
it could be taught by rote.
For those who believe all accountants are cut
from the same gray cloth, it would be a revealing
experience to sit in on some of the arguments which
take place in virtually every large accounting firm
in the country. The skeptics would have much more
understanding of the breadth of our professional
influence if they could observe industrial board
meetings and governmental policy groups where

not only a general consciousness of environmental
problems, but also a thoroughly reasoned doctrine
of the relevance of our discipline to the important
questions of our time.
Remind yourself of the many changes which have
taken place in society in the past 20 years—and of
the fantastic number of progressive steps we have
taken as a people. Then pause to contemplate how
many, if any, of the following pieces of social
progress would have been possible without accounting :
• The myriad of pension programs that hedge
our later years
• Health protection plans sponsored by the Federal and state governments and by private institutions
• Credit systems which permit a broader distribution of the nation's goods
• The entire structure of the Federal and budgetary control practices which support social
improvements
• The investment system which permits the public financing of major enterprises that support
the entire economy
• Foreign aid programs which have done so
much to alleviate hardships and to raise abilities in the world
Many of these programs, and others I have not
mentioned, would simply not be feasible without
the art of accounting.
Let me turn now to something which I think
should be given much attention in accounting education—and that is creativity.
Back in the 19th century, medical students were
taught pretty much by the book. How much they
really learned depended largely on the quality of
the medical practitioners to whom they were apprenticed. The medical schools of that time provided an array of symptoms, and set them off
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accountants participate. And the doubter would
better appreciate the importance and seriousness
of our work if he were to sit through a current
court case on professional liability.
Martin Luther once said that a lawyer who is
nothing more than a lawyer is indeed a pathetic
fellow. We can just as surely say that an accountant
who is nothing more than an accountant has not
made the most of himself as a person, nor has he
entirely graced his profession.
There are many areas in which greater creativity
is called for in the accounting profession. We need
a statement of the basic structure of our discipline.
We need a forward thrust in price level measurements. There must be a structured analysis of internal control mechanisms available to all auditors.
We need more knowledge about the interaction between controls and motivations. There should be
some better understanding of the interrelationships between economic purposes and financial
results. And we need more knowledge about the
effects of organization upon the psychology of
people.
We can all agree, I am sure, that reasonable consensus on a fundamental body of knowledge is basic
to any orderly profession, and to the training of
any competent professional. But I would certainly
hope that in your later discussions today you would
determine that there is one matter on which there
should be universal agreement. That is the need for
the highest order of intellectual integrity in the
practice of our profession. I mean by this that
somehow we must find a way to teach plain oldfashioned morality if we are to maintain and enhance our professional status. I reject completely
the frequent observation that a college-age person
is so fully molded in the moral sense that he cannot
be taught precepts in the professional sense.
A need for the utmost integrity, honesty and

morality has, of course, always been obvious in professional accounting. But I think the strictures and
pressures put upon current practice should get even
harsher as the accountant becomes more and more
an attestor to the representations of others, an
arbiter as to proper reporting and a judge of economic circumstances. Emphasis upon our moral
responsibility is necessary in order to make sure
that the public to which we account is given a fair
and reasonable accounting.
Part of our educational problem is that there are
almost too many things that should be taught to accounting students. But it is nonetheless my plea
that accounting students should be taught a lot
more than accounting principles and practices.
Young professionals are not going to become fullfledged members of our society or of our profession
if they are not taught something of the relevance
of the skills which they are learning—and a good
deal about the environment in which they are going
to practice those skills.
A love of learning, a sense of the relevance of our
discipline to the important tasks of our time, creativity and morality—these, I think, should be conveyed by accounting education to the oncoming
generations of CPAs.
•

